The purpose of this book is to describe a program or scheme offered to senior medical students at the University College Hospital, London, United Kingdom. It originated in the 1950s and has developed into a highly regarded experience. The book describes the history, the challenges including the logistical ones, and the success of the scheme. Students are screened and those selected are assigned to a suitable patient. They also attend Balint groups for 11 weeks during the year of training. The subtitle of the book is "Integrating Psychotherapeutic Teaching Into Medical Education." The foreword is written by a distinguished Canadian psychiatrist, Dr Gary Rodin, who had a personal experience of witnessing first hand some aspects of the program. Dr Rodin writes: "The intent of the Student Psychotherapy Scheme is to enhance its trainee's awareness and sensitivity to the emotional lives of their patients and themselves, with particular attention to the doctor-patient relationship." Foreword, p XIII In the Introduction, Dr Peter Schoenberg provides helpful information on the development of communication skills taught to medical students in the United Kingdom. He makes reference to several seminal publications including the Toronto Consensus Statement. 1 Dr Schoenberg writes that for the students to fully understand and appreciate their patients' emotions, they have to experience these emotions in live situations as is provided by the University College London (UCL) scheme.
As well, there is emphasis on providing the students with opportunities to understand their own emotional reactions to their patients' illnesses. Dr Schoenberg also addresses the issue of empathy among medical students noting that studies have documented a decline in empathy scores CanJPsychiatry 2015;60(2):91-92 Book Reviews as students progress through their training. He suggests that the factors which contribute to such a decline are the apprenticeship model of education in medical schools and the struggles which students experience in finding their places in the vast hierarchy of teaching hospitals.
An important contribution of the scheme is to demonstrate how it could be developed at other medical schools. There is a chapter from the Bristol Student Psychotherapy Scheme which is modelled on the UCL scheme.
Another interesting chapter is on the development of the Balint groups as part of the UCL psychotherapy scheme.
How well has the program or scheme achieved its objectives? This is answered in part in a chapter by former students who describe the lifelong impact the program has had on their practice and their professional lives. A further testimony to the potential of such a program is Chapter 8 on the research into the "two schemes," that is the psychotherapy scheme and the Balint groups. Dr Yakeley investigates the impact of these schemes on the concept of patient centredness and the place of emotions. It would appear that both schemes had a synergistic effect on improving the students' awareness of these concepts in live situations. The scheme is also an opportunity to introduce students to a career in psychiatry. In a survey of former students (163 subjects), 42 had become psychiatrists (25.8%), compared with only 4 psychiatrists among the 152 control subjects (2.6%). In this chapter, Dr Yakeley points out that 77 of the 163 participants had not thought of pursuing psychiatry before their exposure to the program. This latter finding is important as it addresses the question of whether those who go into psychiatry are already primed even before exposure to psychiatry oriented experiences.
The essential message of this book is that it is possible through programs, such as the UCL Psychotherapy Program and the associated Balint groups, to have a measurable and beneficial impact on medical students as they begin their clinical work and which could be transformative in their later careers.
This book is well written and is a good investment for all those involved in teaching medical students.
